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Davis: The Foolishness of Preaching

B Y

T H O M A S

A

while ago, before preaching
to a small congregation that
subsisted on visiting preach
ers, I asked how many had
been present the Sabbath
before. Most had. I then asked what
the serm on was about. Amid indi
cations o f embarrassment, hardly
anyone could give a plausible expla
nation. Which is the take-off for my
topic, “The Foolishness o f Preach• »
mg.
No doubt som e o f you reading
this are thinking that som e sermons
just deserve to be forgotten. Others
o f you may observe that I am m is
applying 1 Corinthians 1:21, the
Greek o f which actually has to do
with content rather than the act o f
preaching. Thus a person may be
“preaching” while teaching a Sab
bath school class, giving a Bible
study, talking to a neighbor over the

A.

D A V I S

*

fence, or simply living the gospel.
That gospel— the g o o d news o f a
G od who died on a Roman cross,
thus making possible the salvation
o f hum ankind from sin and
death— was utter foolishness to the
Jews and Gentiles o f Paul’s day, and
to not a few today.
Five Percent Presentations
Despite the lesson in hermeneu
tics I’ve dispensed, allow me to
speak o f the “foolishness o f preach
ing,” as the KJV has it, meaning “ser
monizing.” Most o f my preacher
friends have stories to tell, the point
o f which is that not much is re
tained. Several said they could *
* Thomas A. Davis was a Book Editor
for the Review and Herald Publishing
Association, and is the author o f several
books.
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preach the same sermon at least
twice a year and no one w ould
remember. (So, you ’re thinking
again, the sermon may simply have
been unmemorable!) But in the
aggregate the testimonials add up to
the necessity o f repetition. As Andre
Gide observed, “Everything has been
said before, but since nobody listens,
we have to keep going back and
begin again.” Fact is, only a small
part o f even the greatest sermons is
remembered by listeners— the figure
that com es to mind is five percent.
How this percentage is arrived at, I
have no idea; but the percentage
could be on the generous side. Not
infrequently, the only thing remem
bered o f even a great sermon is an
illustration. No wonder that Frank
lin P. Adams observed, “Accustomed
as I am to public speaking, I know
the futility o f it.”

The passage o f time had reinforced
what they had absorbed o f the
essential idea. As I said, the passage
o f time had reinforced what they
had absorbed o f the essential idea.
As I said. . . . [Editor: I’ve donated
the next five repetitions to charity! ].
Are preachers then to becom e
discouraged because members seem
to take so little away on Sabbath
morning? No, because the preacher
has som ething going for him or her
that the secular speaker hasn’t. Both
may have personality, eloquence,
content; the consecrated speaker
has the H oly Spirit. And that makes
all the difference, because if the
preacher has sincerely, studiously,
prayerfully, done his or her best in
preparation and presentation, he or
she can expect a subliminal impact
that may impact eternity itself.
Not by eloquence nor by personal
ity, but by my Spirit, says the Lord.

As I Said...
Back in World War II, military
psychologists wondered about the
value o f propaganda films. Were
they changing the attitudes and
opinions o f soldiers as they were
designed to do? The psychologists
decided to test their retention. After
showing the men a film, they inter
viewed them weekly for eight
weeks. As they expected, m ost o f the
viewers had forgotten the details o f
the film. But, surprisingly, the p ro
paganda effect had increased
between week one and week nine.

Is Davis right? Write and tell us what
you remember o f a sermon at least
one week in the past. Or tell us o f the
sermon you cant forget. Or o f the one
you d like to. You neednt reveal your
churchy and you can use a pseudo
nym. Send to Editor, 2121 Sondra
Courty Silver Springy M D 20905.
Also: Tell us what you think makes a
sermon great. And if you d on t like
60-minute sermons, try keeping your
reply to a maximum o f 500 words.
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